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WEATHER BALLOONS:
AN INTERDISCIPLINARY UNIT
Dr. Eugene Brady
Peny Community School
Perry, Iowa
"When can we let them go?" "How far do you think they will go?"
"I hope someone finds mine." These were typical comments from the
140 Peny second grade students who culminated their study of air
with the release of 140 balloons.
The idea for such an activity was an outgrowth of an assignment in
the second grade reader. One of the second grade teachers suggested
this project could be readily adapted to the second grade science program. The other second grade teachers began to make suggestions on
how science, language arts, geography and reading could be incorporated into the unit. What started out to be a science activity soon developed into an interdisciplinary unit.
It soon involved teachers and students at the high school. The high
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school science staff was asked to secure the necessary supplies and to
.fasign the means for carrying the messages.
Three factors influenced the design. First, it seemed important that
each child should have a balloon. Second, the balloons must have a
lifting capacity sufficient to carry an information card and a return
card. Finally the cost must not be prohibitive.
The decision was made to use balloons, which were about 14 inches
in diameter. A single balloon lacked the necessary lifting capacity for
the cards. Consequently, three balloons were tied together to make
one unit. In addition, each class was provided with one 36-inch-diameter weather balloon. This made a total of 47 units of three paddle
balloons and six weather balloons. Helium gas was secured from Fun
and Games of Des Moines, Iowa.
With these decisions finalized, the elementary teachers began to
prepare the students for the big day. Science lessons were devoted to
the study of air and balloons. Some of the general concepts studied in
the unit were:
Gas is one state of matter.
Air is a mixture of gases.
Helium is a gas.
Helium is lighter than air.
Helium balloons rise in air.
Scientists use balloons to study air and weather.
Activities and discussions were designed to help the students gain
an understanding of these concepts. To help students understand why
some objects float, several objects were placed in a pan of water. Some
sank while others floated. From this students were asked what would
happen if a balloon was lighter than the air. They were also asked to
speculate on when the balloons would stop rising and finally come
down. While some suggested that they would come down when they
were hit by a jet plane or when lightning struck them, most of the students spoke in terms of when the balloons broke or when they lost
their helium.
The idea of air movement was demonstrated by the use of a vacuum
cleaner. From this students were able to predict which direction the
balloons would go. As we were to find out on the day of the launch,
they could explain why the balloons which went up higher moved in a
different direction than those which stayed near the ground.
At the same time that these activities were occurring in the science
classes, related activities were taking place in reading and language
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arts. Students were involved in reading stories dealing with balloons
and air. The necessary cards were prepared. On a note card, the students wrote a brief outline concerning their project, what grade they
were in, the name of the school and their names. From the returns, it
became apparent the people finding the balloons would have appreciated knowing the date and time the balloons were released.
A post card addressed to the students was also included. On this
card the finder was asked to give his or her name, the place where
the balloon was found, when it was found and any other information
that the finder wished to include. These cards were then placed in a
"Baggie" and attached to the balloons.
The elementary schools are located in the residential areas of Perry.
This caused some concern that trees and electrical wires would interfere with the launch. Consequently, it was decided to transport the
elementary students to the high school. Some additional benefits occurred from this decision. The ninth grade earth science classes were
studying a unit on weather and volunteered to help with the launch. In
return the elementary students shared the data they collected with the
high school students.
The balloons were released on Friday, October 26, 1974. By Tuesday, October 30, the post cards had started coming back. The returns
were much higher than had been expected. Of the 50 units released,
information was received from 17 of them. The places where the balloons were found are summarized in Table 1.
As the returns came in they were plotted on the maps in the individual schools. This allowed the students to see the direction the balloons had gone and the distance they traveled.
Two of the returns are noteworthy. The longest distance covered
was approximately 1150 air miles. This balloon landed at Long Island,
New York. The balloon was seen descending by an airport flight controller. Thus it was possible to calculate the distance, the time and average velocity of this particular balloon. For this particular balloon, the
flight time was approximately 17 hours or an average velocity of 68
miles per hour. The second balloon was found 20 miles south of Detroit, Michigan, at 7:00 p.m. on October 26, the day of the launch.
This represented a maximum flight time of 6 hours.
As might be expected, these returns generated a great deal of enthusiasm. From the data received, the elementary teachers were able
to conduct follow-up studies which included work in geography, map
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TABLE 1.
RESULTS OF RETURNS FROM BALLOONS
RELEASED OCTOBER 26.
State
Iowa
Iowa
Iowa
Iowa
Iowa
Iowa
Iowa
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
Wisconsin
Michigan
New York

Town
Grimes
McCallsburg
St. Anthony
Alburnett
Cedar Rapids
Wyoming
Spragueville
Ridott
Capron
Winnebago
Pecatonica
Popular Grove
Stockton
Rockford
Twin Lakes
Detroit
Long Island

Distance Traveled
in Miles

21
49
56
140
140
175
210
260
300
275
265
295
245
280
360
600
1150

reading and language arts in addition to their work with the movement of air.
The results of the unit exceeded our highest expectations. Student
interest and enthusiasm was stimulated and this carried over into
other activities in the classroom.
Oh yes, the cost. In this cost conscious age we must consider the
budget impact. The total cost was $56.00 or $.40 a student. Certainly,
this is not an exorbitant cost for a unit of this type.
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